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Australia’s	gold	rushes	are	said	to	have	transformed	our	nation	and	provided	the	
basis	for	the	multicultural	society	we	now	pride	ourselves	on.	However,	while	
many	Australians	now	hold	dear	the	diversity	of	our	country’s	inhabitants,	fear	
of	the	unknown	and	greed	led	to	various	campaigns	to	drive	out	newly	arrived	
workers,	particularly	the	Chinese,	due	to	their	industrious	work	ethic.	As	a	result	
of	demonstrations	and	riots,	the	Victorian	government	introduced	the	Chinese	
Immigration	Act	in	1855,	a	policy	that	restricted	the	number	of	Chinese	workers	
allowed	to	enter	the	state.	This	led	to	the	White	Australia	Policy	of	1901,	which	
was	in	place	until	as	recently	as	1975.	In	this	sense,	Eugenia	Lim’s	exhibition	
Yellow	Peril	acts	as	a	double	entendre;	linking	to	both	the	particular	history	of	
racism	against	Chinese	immigrants	in	this	country	as	well	as	the	localised	art	
historical	context	as	indicated	in	the	titling	of	the	exhibition.	
	
Consisting	of	an	18	minute	moving	image	work,	two	large‐scale	printed	images	
on	gold	safety	blankets,	and	two	gold	sculptures	–	one	an	oversized	gold	nugget,	
and	one	undersized	model	of	Melbourne’s	most	talked	about	public	sculpture,	
Vault	(1980)(otherwise	known	by	many	as	Yellow	Peril)	by	Ron	Robertson‐
Swann	the	works	in	Yellow	Peril	operate	both	singularly	as	‘art	objects’	and	as	
paraphernalia	of	the	larger	‘story’	depicted	in	the	video.		
	
The	moving	image	work,	set	in	Sovereign	Hill,	Ballarat	–	the	“outdoor	museum”	
[or	theme	park]	that	recreates	the	town	in	the	ten	years	following	the	first	
discovery	of	gold	in	1851i	–	presents	an	observational	view	of	the	strange	and	
somewhat	eerie	location	before,	during	and	after	opening	hours.	Dressed	in	a	
shimmering	gold	Mao	suitii	and	acting	as	a	self‐proclaimed	“ambassador,”iii	Lim	
wanders	the	streets	aimlessly,	spying	on	those	in	and	out	of	costume,	and	is	
spied	on	in	return.	We	see	her	viewing	industrial	processes,	armed	with	a	metal	
detector	searching	for	riches	in	the	streets	and	panning	for	gold	with	the	tourists	
before	being	photographed	with	a	giant	golden	nugget	that	seems	to	magically	
transform	into	the	miniature	version	of	Robertson‐Swann’s	famously	hated	
work,	all	the	time	a	solitary	character	amongst	the	many.		
	
The	relationship	between	the	gold	rush	theme	park,	gold‐suited	Lim	and	the	
public	art	sculpture	at	first	seems	disconnected,	however	the	two	large‐scale	
prints	on	gold	folded	safety	blankets	hanging	side‐by‐side	operate	both	as	
stunning	image/objects	and	clues	for	viewer	interpretation.	One	depicts	the	final	
photograph	taken	from	within	the	moving	image,	Lim	seated	with	her	gold	
nugget	baby,	and	the	other	presents	a	Chinese	couple	(which	the	artist	tells	us	in	
the	exhibition	literature	are	her	parents)	posing	in	front	of	Vault	when	it	was	
first	installed	in	Melbourne	Squareiv.		
	
Hong	Kong	born,	American	artist	Tseng	Kwong	Chi	created	a	large	body	of	
photographs	adopting	the	iconic	tourist	pose	in	front	of	various	landmarks	
around	the	world.	Accidentally	discovering	the	benefits	of	being	assumed	to	be	a	
Chinese	communist	dignitary	in	the	United	States	in	the	1970s	when	wearing	a	
second	hand	Mao	uniform	to	a	family	lunch,	he	embraced	the	persona	of	
“Chinese	ambassadorv”.	Adopting	the	Mao	suit	as	his	uniform,	Tseng’s	portraits	
respond	to	an	external	perception	of	himself	as	opposed	to	his	inherent	qualities,	
as	“other”	in	the	western	world,	“a	product	of	the	colonial	perception	of	non‐
Western	peoples	as	strange	and	different	from	their	perceptions	of	
themselvesvi”.	Thus	the	works	amplify	the	qualities	of	the	Chinese	‘other’	as	a	
way	to	reclaim	and	critique	this	position.	
	
Inspired	by	Tseng,	Lim	also	adopts	the	Mao	uniform	as	well	as	his	“caricatured	
foreignness	and	touristy	familiarity	of	Western	monumentsvii”	in	her	
performance,	mimicking	Tseng’s	“process	of	orientalizationviii”.	By	appropriating	
the	image	of	her	newly	migrated	parents	in	partnership	with	elements	from	
Tseng’s	powerful	body	of	work	Lim	explores	her	identity	as	a	Chinese	Australian	
in	the	21st	century	in	complex	and	thought	provoking	ways.	Yellow	Peril	speaks	
critically	about	art	and	our	cultural	history	amidst	a	fine	layering	of	imagery,	
object	and	context,	but	its	vitality	is	derived	from	its	rich	and	compelling	base	in	
real	life	moments	and	connections.		
‐	Courtney	Coombs	
	
																																																								
i	http://www.sovereignhill.com.au/sovereign‐hill/	
ii	Traditionally	male	attire	worn	by	Chinese	dignitaries.	
iii	As	stated	in	exhibition	promotion.	
iv	The	work	has	been	installed	in	the	Australian	Centre	of	Contemporary	Art	Precinct	since	2002.	
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